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With the approach of October, the Dominican Republic has increasingly become the scene of
bitter protests based on opposing interpretations of the Quincentennial, the 500th anniversary of
Christopher Columbus' landing in the Americas. Columbus landed in the Dominican Republic in
1492. The government of President Joaquin Balaguer has scheduled a series of lavish festivities in
commemoration of the event, including visits by foreign dignitaries and a special mass by Pope John
Paul II. Opponents of the government's Quincentennial celebrations argue that the conquest of
the indigenous population of the Americas is an event which should be protested, not celebrated.
They further argue that, given the economic crisis facing the country, scarce public funds would
be better spent on efforts to improve the standard of living of the nation's poor majority. One focal
point for criticism has been a project sponsored by Balaguer for construction of a multi-million
dollar lighthouse dedicated to Columbus. Authorities razed a poor neighborhood and displaced
its inhabitants in order to create the park-like setting for the lighthouse. Historian Frank Moya
Pons has called the 10-story monument "a cross planted on the back of the Dominican people" and
part of "a government attempt to whitewash Columbus' suppression of Indians and support of
slavery." Balaguer has argued that the monument has "immense historical value" and "will outlast
its critics." In late September, with battles over the significance of the Quincentennial heating up,
protesters and police clashed on several occasions. Sept. 20: In Santo Domingo, plainclothes police
opened fire against a group of 300 protesters during a demonstration against the government's
Columbus Quincentennial celebrations. A lawyer who works with human rights groups was
killed and two union leaders wounded in the clash. Sept. 21: Protests against the Quincentennial
celebrations were held at a university campus in Santo Domingo, and in the cities of Santiago de
los Caballeros and Barahona. Police announced the arrest of 10 members of the secret service unit
involved in the previous day's fatal shooting. Police said at least two officers will be prosecuted.
Sept. 22: Violence erupted in Azua, 97 km. west of Santo Domingo, during funeral ceremonies for
the slain protester. About 1,000 people participated in the protests, and demonstrators blocked
streets with garbage and burning tires. Riot police fired tear gas and made 15 arrests. Roman
Almanzar, spokesperson for the Popular Organizations Collective which has organized the protests
said, "We will continue with our demonstrations against these acts because our country has no
reason to celebrate the anniversary...of the conquest and oppression of our continent and its native
people, which culminated with the genocide of a peaceful race." Sept. 23: Defense Minister Gen.
Hector Garcia warned that whoever "dares try to disturb the peace" will "pay with their life."
A teenager was shot to death and two others wounded by plainclothes police officers who had
infiltrated the ranks of protesters during an anti-quincentennial demonstration in Azua. Sept. 25:
The government prohibited news broadcasts from two Azua radio stations, Radio Azua and Radio
Caracol, in response to violent protests and increased police repression following the death of two
demonstrators. Sept. 27: Santo Domingo provincial governor Rosa Fadul prohibited a march of
lay persons who had planned to protest the celebration of the Quincentennial. Fadul threatened
police action against protesters who proposed a march through the neighborhoods of Santiago as an
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"alternative commemoration of the encounter of two worlds." (Source: Notimex, 09/23/92; Spanish
news service EFE, 09/24/92; Associated Press, 09/22/92, 02/23/92, 09/26/92; Agence France-Presse,
09/23/92, 09/24/92, 09/25/92, 09/27/92)
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